The Effects of Ethnic Capital and Family Background on School Performance: A Case Study of Chinese-Canadian Adolescents in Calgary by Chow, Henry  P. H.
The Alberta Journal of Educational Research Vol. 50, No. 3, Fall 2004, 321-326 
Henry P.H. Chow 
University ofRegina 
The Effects of Ethnic Capital and Family Background 
on School Performance: A Case Study of 
Chinese-Canadian Adolescents in Calgary 
Introduction 
The v i t a l i t y of e d u c a t i o n a l va lues a n d w o r k o r i e n t a t i o n as a n aspect of C h i n e s e 
cu l ture is w i d e l y r e c o g n i z e d . A s n o t e d b y S tevenson and Lee (1996), the 
m o t i v a t i o n for a c a d e m i c ach ievement i n C h i n e s e societies is m u l t i p l y deter-
m i n e d , i n c l u d i n g the r e c o g n i t i o n that e d u c a t i o n is a c r u c i a l c h a n n e l of u p w a r d 
soc ia l a n d e c o n o m i c m o b i l i t y a n d the a s s u m p t i o n that e d u c a t i o n offers a n 
a v e n u e t h r o u g h w h i c h one m a y advance as a m o r a l p e r s o n . A s s c h o o l per for -
m a n c e is genera l ly r e g a r d e d as an ear ly i n d i c a t o r of success for i m m i g r a n t 
s tudents a n d serves as a p r e p a r a t i o n for the future i n a career, e d u c a t i o n a l 
researchers a n d pract i t ioners h a v e l o n g been interested i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g the 
l i n k b e t w e e n s t u d e n t s ' f a m i l y b a c k g r o u n d a n d academic p e r f o r m a n c e (Astone 
& M c L a n a h a n , 1991; C h o w , 2000; L i n n e h a n , 2001; V a l e n z u e l a & D o r n b u s c h , 
1994). 
F a m i l y b a c k g r o u n d , a c c o r d i n g to C o l e m a n (1988), is a n a l y t i c a l l y separable 
in to at least three d i s t inc t c o m p o n e n t s : f i n a n c i a l capi ta l , h u m a n c a p i t a l , a n d 
soc ia l c a p i t a l . P h y s i c a l resources that a i d ach ievement , c o m m o n l y m e a s u r e d b y 
the f a m i l y ' s w e a l t h or i n c o m e , are c o n s i d e r e d to be f i n a n c i a l capi ta l . H u m a n 
c a p i t a l , w h i c h const i tutes the p o t e n t i a l for a c o g n i t i v e e n v i r o n m e n t that is 
c o n d u c i v e to c h i l d r e n ' s l e a r n i n g , is u s u a l l y m e a s u r e d b y parents ' e d u c a t i o n . 
Soc ia l c a p i t a l is the least tangib le as it exists o n l y i n the re la t ionships a m o n g 
persons a n d is d e f i n e d b y its f u n c t i o n . 
T h e s t u d y of e thnic m i n o r i t y s tudents m u s t also take ethnic capi ta l into 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n ; this c a n be b r o a d l y c o n s t r u e d as a n i n d i v i d u a l ' s degree of ethnic 
connectedness a n d i n t e r n a l i z a t i o n of e thnic c u l t u r a l values that p r o v i d e s the 
i m p e t u s for a c h i e v i n g academic excellence. N o t i c e a b l y , the e d u c a t i o n a l success 
a m o n g A s i a n s tudents i n the U n i t e d States has led to their b e i n g labeled 
" m o d e l m i n o r i t y " 1 ( K a o , 1995; W o n g , L a i , N a g a s a w a , & L i n , 1998; Y i n g et a l . , 
2001). It has been c o n t e n d e d that v a r i o u s characterist ics of A s i a n cu l ture s u c h 
as d o c i l i t y , i n d u s t r i o u s n e s s , respect for a u t h o r i t y , a n d e m p h a s i s o n l e a r n i n g 
are h i g h l y c o m p a t i b l e w i t h those r e q u i r e d for academic success (Peng & 
W r i g h t , 1994). 
There is n o shortage of s tudies d o c u m e n t i n g the e x t r a o r d i n a r y e d u c a t i o n a l 
a t ta inment of the A s i a n p o p u l a t i o n , i n c l u d i n g the C h i n e s e , i n the U S ( A s a k a w a 
& C s i k s z e n t m i h a l y i , 2000; C a p l a n , C h o y , & W h i t m o r e , 1992; C h e n & Steven-
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son , 1995; M i z o k a k a w a & R y c k m a n , 1990; Sanchir ico , 1991; Stevenson et a l . , 
1985). In v i e w of the p a u c i t y of research o n the school p e r f o r m a n c e of 
m i n o r i t i e s i n C a n a d a a n d the c o n t i n u a l i n f l u x of C h i n e s e i m m i g r a n t s to this 
c o u n t r y , 2 this ana lys i s f i l l s a gap i n the l i terature b y e x p l o r i n g the major factors 
associated w i t h s c h o o l p e r f o r m a n c e a m o n g C h i n e s e - C a n a d i a n adolescents. 
Methodology 
D a t a for this research w e r e gathered as part of a larger i n v e s t i g a t i o n in to ethnic 
i d e n t i t y m a i n t e n a n c e a n d heri tage language l e a r n i n g a m o n g C h i n e s e - C a n a d i -
a n adolescents ( C h o w , 2004). A quest ionnaire w a s a d m i n i s t e r e d to a total of 
515 s tudents a t t e n d i n g three C h i n e s e - l a n g u a g e schools i n C a l g a r y d u r i n g the 
a c a d e m i c years 1999-2000 a n d 2000-2001. The s a m p l e c o m p r i s e d 255 male 
(50%) a n d 255 female (50%) s tudents w i t h a m e a n age of 14.24 years (SD=1.92). 
A l m o s t t w o t h i r d s (rc=323, 63.7%) were b o r n i n C a n a d a a n d about one t h i r d 
(n=164, 32.3%) w e r e b o r n i n H o n g K o n g . T h e average length of residence i n 
C a n a d a w a s 11.96 years (SD=4.06). A n o v e r w h e l m i n g major i ty of the s tudents 
w e r e C a n a d i a n c i t izens ( « = 4 7 0 , 9 3 . 8 % ) . 
Major Findings 
S c h o o l p e r f o r m a n c e i n r e g u l a r s c h o o l w a s m e a s u r e d b y s tudents ' se l f -reported 
average m a r k o b t a i n e d i n the p r e v i o u s s c h o o l t e rm. S l i g h t l y o v e r t w o t h i r d s of 
the r e s p o n d e n t s (67.2%, « = 3 4 6 ) repor ted an average of 80-100%. N e a r l y a 
quar ter (24.7%, n=127) rece ived a n average of 70-79%. F e w students obta ined 
50-69% (6.7%, n=34) or a f a i l i n g grade (n=2, 0.4%). In o r d e r to disentangle the 
d e t e r m i n a n t s of s c h o o l p e r f o r m a n c e , an o r d i n a r y least-squares (OLS) regres-
s i o n m o d e l w a s cons t ruc ted . A total of 10 p r e d i c t o r v a r i a b l e s 3 i n c l u d i n g sex, 
age, r e l i g i o n , s o c i o e c o n o m i c status, c o u n t r y of b i r t h , father's e d u c a t i o n , p a r e n -
tal assistance w i t h h o m e w o r k , ethnic se l f - ident i f i ca t ion , 4 e thnic language p r o f i -
c iency , a n d ethnic c a p i t a l w e r e u s e d . The o v e r a l l O L S regression m o d e l as 
presented i n Tab le 1 w a s s ign i f i cant (F=12.56, p<0.001) a n d accounted for 24% 
of the v a r i a n c e i n academic p e r f o r m a n c e . Sex ((3=-.161, p<.001), age ((3=-.149, 
p<.001), c o u n t r y of b i r t h ((3=.094, p<.05), re l ig ious a f f i l i a t ion ((3=.09, p<.05), 
C h i n e s e l a n g u a g e p r o f i c i e n c y ((3=.106, p<.05), e thnic se l f - ident i f i cat ion ((3=.09, 
p<.05), a n d ethnic c a p i t a l ((3=. 157, p<.001) were f o u n d to be s ign i f i cant ly related 
to a c a d e m i c p e r f o r m a n c e . Spec i f i ca l ly , s tudents w h o were female, y o u n g e r , 
C h r i s t i a n , b o r n i n C a n a d a or the U S , a n d those w h o i d e n t i f i e d themselves as 
C h i n e s e d e m o n s t r a t e d a h i g h e r leve l of C h i n e s e - l a n g u a g e pro f i c i ency , scored 
h i g h e r o n the e thnic c a p i t a l scale p e r f o r m e d better a c a d e m i c a l l y . 
Discussion and Conclusion 
T h i s ana lys i s reveals that four s o c i o d e m o g r a p h i c var iables cont r ibuted to the 
e x p l a n a t i o n of s c h o o l p e r f o r m a n c e . In terms of sex, the results of this s t u d y i n 
genera l s u p p o r t research f i n d i n g s that g i r l s s ign i f i cant ly o u t p e r f o r m b o y s 
( G r i f f i n , 2001; L a o , 1980; L o p e z , E h l y , & G a r c i a - V a z q u e z , 2002; M e l k o n i a n , 
1997). Y o u n g e r s tudents ' h i g h e r academic per formance m a y be l i n k e d to their 
c loser p a r e n t a l s u p e r v i s i o n . E a r l i e r s tudies have s h o w n that A s i a n parents h a d 
a s ign i f i cant i n f l u e n c e a n d p l a c e d cons iderable pressure o n their c h i l d r e n to 
achieve a c a d e m i c a l l y ( C h e n g & Starks, 2002; C r y s t a l et a l . , 1994; D a n d y & 
Net te lbeck , 2002; Goyet te & X i e , 1999; W o n g , 1990; Y o u n , 1993). Cons i s ten t 
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Tab le 1 
Uns tanda rd i zed and S tanda rd i zed R e g r e s s i o n Coef f ic ients for Effects of 
S o c i o d e m o g r a p h i c and Backg round Var iab les on S c h o o l Pe r fo rmance 
b P 
01. Sex -.221 -.161*** 
02. Age -.054 -.149*** 
03. Country of birth .134 .094* 
04. Religion .127 .090* 
05. Father's education .083 .057 
06. Socioeconomic status .017 .016 
07. Parental assistance with homework -.040 -.075 
08. Chinese language proficiency .021 .106* 
09. Ethnic self4dentification .112 .090* 











*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 
w i t h the l i terature o n r e l i g i o n a n d e d u c a t i o n a l outcomes , a s t r o n g re la t ionsh ip 
w a s f o u n d b e t w e e n s tudents ' r e l ig ious a f f i l i a t io n a n d academic per formance 
(Di jks t ra & Peschar , 1996; Regnerus , 2000). T o a certa in extent, c o u n t r y of b i r t h 
is i n d i c a t i v e of s tudents ' o f f i c ia l l anguage p r o f i c i e n c y . A s language is a too l of 
l e a r n i n g , i t is u n s u r p r i s i n g that s tudents w h o w e r e b o r n i n C a n a d a or the U S 
p e r f o r m e d better a c a d e m i c a l l y . T h i s seems to be i n l ine w i t h the l i terature o n 
l a n g u a g e - m i n o r i t y s tudents a n d academic p e r f o r m a n c e ( R u m b e r g e r & L a r s o n , 
1998). 
In a d d i t i o n , C h i n e s e language pro f i c i ency , ethnic se l f - ident i f i ca t ion , a n d 
ethnic c a p i t a l a lso e x h i b i t e d a s t r o n g p o s i t i v e effect o n s c h o o l p e r f o r m a n c e . A s 
regards ethnic l a n g u a g e pro f i c i ency , it is w i t h o u t d o u b t that i n o r d e r to p a r -
t ic ipate f u l l y i n the e c o n o m i c , p o l i t i c a l , e d u c a t i o n a l , a n d soc ia l d o m a i n s of 
C a n a d i a n society, m i n o r i t y students m u s t s tr ive to attain a h i g h l e v e l of E n g l i s h 
p r o f i c i e n c y . T h i s s t u d y , nevertheless , p r o v i d e s ev idence that m i n o r i t y 
s tudents ' l i teracy i n their ethnic language c a n e q u a l l y contr ibute to their 
a ca demic a c h i e v e m e n t , 5 w h i c h s u p p o r t s the v i e w that a d v a n c e d b i l i n g u a l i s m 
p r o m o t e s a c a d e m i c excel lence (Bankston & Z h o u , 1995; L i n d h o l m & A c l a n , 
1991). C o n c e r n i n g e thnic se l f - ident i f i ca t ion a n d ethnic capi ta l , the s t rong ethnic 
se l f - ident i f i ca t ion a n d possess ion of m o r e ethnic capi ta l are i n d i c a t i v e of their 
h i g h e r degree of i n t e r n a l i z a t i o n of C h i n e s e c u l t u r a l va lues . In fact the t r a d i t i o n -
a l A s i a n f a m i l y va lues a n d practices s u c h as the i m p o r t a n c e of h a r d w o r k , 
respect for e d u c a t i o n , a n d h i g h expectat ions for achievements h a v e been i d e n -
t i f i ed as p r o m o t i n g h i g h e d u c a t i o n a l at ta inments (Chea, 2003; Sue & O k a z a k i , 
1990). T h e close c o n n e c t i o n be tween ethnic s o c i a l i z a t i o n a n d ethnic i d e n t i t y 
( D e m o & H u g h e s , 1990) a n d the associat ion b e t w e e n ethnic s o c i a l i z a t i o n a n d 
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academ ic a c h i e v e m e n t ( B o w m a n & H o w a r d , 1985; V e r k u y t e n , Thi js , & 
C a n a t a n , 2001) h a v e been w e l l d o c u m e n t e d . 
In s u m m a r y , this s t u d y has shed l ight on the determinants of s chool per for -
m a n c e a m o n g C h i n e s e - C a n a d i a n adolescents . The f i n d i n g s h i g h l i g h t the i m -
portance of e thnic c a p i t a l a n d i n d i v i d u a l characteristics for academic 
a c h i e v e m e n t . It is p e c u l i a r to note that ethnic capi ta l emerges as the strongest 
p r e d i c t o r . H o w r e s p o n d e n t s ' ethnic se l f - ident i f i ca t ion and possession of ethnic 
capi ta l h a v e been s h a p e d b y the c o m p l e x nature of ethnic soc ia l iza t ion is an 
issue that deserves a d d i t i o n a l research attent ion. A s w e l l , the extent to w h i c h 
r e l i g i o u s a f f i l i a t i o n affects e d u c a t i o n a l out come also d e m a n d s further i n q u i r y . 
In the l i g h t of the g r o w i n g ethnic d i v e r s i t y i n the C a n a d i a n school sys tem, it is 
w o r t h w h i l e to c o n d u c t c o m p a r a t i v e studies to explore the experiences of other 
m i n o r i t y s tudents . 
Notes 
1. It should be noted that studies have demonstrated that educational success does not neces-
sarily imply effective functioning in life. That is, although model minority students may excel 
academically, many possess limited social skills and ability to meet life's challenges outside 
the classroom (Ying et al . , 2001). A s well , the various academic and psychological costs as-
sociated wi th academic excellence such as studying longer hours, taking fewer courses, en-
dur ing feeling of loneliness and isolation, restricting one's career, and forgoing a social life 
have also been identified (Sue & Zane, 1985). 
2. According to the 2001 Census of Canada, Chinese was the largest visible minority group. A 
total of 1,029,400 individuals identified themselves as Chinese, up from 860,100 in 1996. In 
fact Chinese comprised the largest proportion of the visible minority population in British 
Co lu m b ia (44%), Alberta (30%), and Saskatchewan (29%). Ontario had the highest number of 
Chinese (481,500), but they comprised the second highest proportion (22%) of the visible 
minorities in that province (Statistics Canada, 2003). 
3. Sex (l=male; 0=female) and religion (l=Christian; 0=other) were d u m m y coded. Father's edu-
cation as an indicator of human capital was a dichotomous variable (1 =postsecondary; 
0=other). A g e was measured in years. Parental assistance with homework as a measure of so-
cial capital was assessed on a 5-point scale (l=never to 5=frequently). Socioeconomic status as 
a measure of financial capital was also assessed on a 5-point scale ( l=low to 5=high). Self-eth-
nic identification was measured on a 3-point scale (l=Chinese; 2=Chinese-Canadian; 3=Cana-
dian). Ethnic capital was a composite score based on respondents' degree of agreement with 
three items on a 5-point scale (1 =strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree): (a) I have a lot of 
pride in my ethnic group and its accomplishment (/vl=3.99, SD=.92); (b) I participate in cul-
tural practices of my o w n group, such as Chinese food, music, or customs (M=4.03, SD=.99); 
and (c) People in Canada should take advantage of the multicultural policy and learn about 
their o w n culture and language (M=3.92, SD=.98). The 3-item scale has an alpha reliability 
coefficient of .846. 
4. A distinction should be made between ethnic identity and ethnic self-identification. Ethnic 
identity refers to the sharing of a cultural heritage, a sense of social relatedness, and symbolic 
cultural ties by members of a racial or ethnic group (Sodowsky, K w a n , & Pannu, 1995). O n 
the other hand, the variable "ethnic self-identification" used in this study simply refers to the 
ethnic label (e.g., Chinese, Chinese-Canadian, Canadian) that respondents prefer to use for 
self-description purposes. 
5. Bankston and Z h o u (1995) have aptly argued that literacy in an ethnic language connects stu-
dents to a system of support that can provide both encouragement and direction that lead to 
accomplishment by promoting effort and attitudes that encourage effort. Plans for future edu-
cation and the effort that results from these plans leads to present-day achievement that can 
make future education and consequently upward socioeconomic mobility a reality. 
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